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BITINGINTOREALITY
TheHeartofOe'sPersonalMatteプ
JonBarrySanders
FilmdirectorShoheiImamura,whoseV碗gθαπc6ゼsMine(Fukushu
SuruwaWareni/1ri)isnowshowingthroughoutJapan,hasdeclared
hisintentionofmakingfil血sthatare"messy,Japanese,disturbing,and
thoroughlyhuman。"Atfirstglance,thisdescriptionwouldseemtosuit　
perfectlyKenzaburoO6'snovel、4PersonalMatter.Thebookopens
withthehero,Bird,thinkingofhislife-IongdreamofgoingtoAfrica
atthevery'momenthiswifeisgivingbirthtotheirfirstchild.Already
worriedthathewillbelockedinthecageofafamily,Birdisthrown
intoshockedbewildermentwhenheisinformedthatthebabyisab・
normaレ ーithasbeenbornwitha``brainhernia"solargethereappear
tobetwoheads,Thebaby'sgrotesquelywoundedheadbecomesthe
centralimageofthebook,andthestorychartstheprogressofBird's
mentalpilgrimageincolningtotermswithhimself.Initially,Bird
hopesthebabywilldie,andhepersuadesthedoctorinchargetosub・
stitutesugarwaterformjlk.Birdspendsseveralanguisheddays,rnostly
inthecompanyofHimiko,anoldgirlfriend,waitingforthebabyto
weakenanddie.Duringthistilne,heistormentedbyfeelingsofguilt
andshame.Inattemptstoescapehissituationandfeelings,heplunges
intoboutsofdrinking,sex,andphilosophizing,allofwhichareatthe
sametimemessyandthoroughlyhuman.Finally,Birdstopsfleeing.
Hefaceshimself,acceptsresponsibility,takesthebabytothehospital
foranoperation,andreturnstohisfamily.
1Trans.JohnNathan(Tokyo:CharlesE.Tuttle,1969).Pagereferencesinthe
textaretothisedition,althoughtheGrovePressedition(NewYork,1968)has
thesamepagination.
[1]
2 ReviewofLiberalArts,No.58
APersonalMatterisapowerfulbook:itisdisturbinginthe
sensethatitisaffectingandexciting.Itisalso,ofcourse,Japanese・
NolessafigurethanYukioMishimapraisedOeforreachingapin・
nacleinpostwarJapanesefictionandsingledhim.outasstandingalone
asthespokesmanforJapan's1960s.YetonemarkoftheworthofA
PersonalMatteristhatittranscendsthelimitationsofthisdescription.
ItisnotブustaJapanesenovel,for且PersonalMattertreatsofuni・
versalhumanmattersnotcircumscribedbynationalboundaries.The
centralconcernofthenovelapPearsinitiallytobeobviousandclear・
cut:Birdfindshimselftornbetweenthefreedomandromancerepresent・
edbyAfricaandtherestrictiveandmundaneresponsibilitythatcomes
withbeingtheheadofagrowingfamily.Althoughinitsgeneral
sensetheoppositioncanbestatedasaconflictbetweenthedreamsof
freedomandthedemandsofsociallife,thatoPPositionisposedand
workedoutintermsofBird'scharacter.Thenovelis,infact,that
recognizablespecies,aBildangsro〃zan.
Thisidentificationisofmorethanincidentalinterest,for-itis
importanttorecognizewhatthenovelisandisnot.ThesubjectofA
PersonalMatterisnot,forinstance,howonefacesandreactstothe　
birthofanabnormalchild.Rather,thecentralconcerniswithfacing
uptooneself.Forittobeofanyvalue,'Bird'squestmustbeinterna1・
ized:hisunexploredcontinentisnotAfrica,buthisownnature.Onone
levelofconsciousness,Birdisalwaysawareofthis.Hefretsthat
thoughheisfourmonthspasthistwenty-seventhbirthday,hestill
bearsthenicknamehewasgivenatfifteen.Thename,withitssugges
2 AsweareinformedbyanoteontheinsidebackcoveroftheTuttleedition.
SteveRabson,"ImageryandCharacterizationin!1PersonalMatter,"pp.180-
198inApProaches'otheルlodern/apaneseハ1∂vel,ed.KinyaTsurutaand
ThomasE.Swan(Tokyo:SophiaUniversity,1976),issimilarlymisleadingwhen 、
hedescribesBirdasbeing``batteredbythecommercialandbureaucratic
depersonalizationsplaguingmodernlife"(p.180).ArthurG.Kimbal1,Crisisin
ldentityandContemporary1ψ αηθsθ ハXovels(Tokyo:Tuttle,1973),ismuch
moreaccurateandusefulindescribingthenove1'scentralthemeasa"search
foranacceptabieself-image"(p.142).HisChapter8,``ANewHero,"pp.140-
156,isadiscussionofAPersonalMatter.
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tionofflight,hasbecomeparadoxically6mblematicofBird'sstasis.
Birdhasnotchangedoutwardlyorphysically,andthei皿Plicationis
thathismindandcharacteraresimilarlyunderdeveloped.Bird'sfear
isthathemaybethekindofpersonwhodoesnotchange,andthe
notionfillshimwithdisgust(P.4).TheIaterreferencetoPeterPan
(P・68),withitsthemeofarresteddevelopment,issurelynotfortuitous.
OneofthechiefgracesofOe'snovelisitsrichness。Itisneither
asingle-norasimple-mindedbook.Therearetwoplotsorprogressions
inthenove1,bothmovingtowardresolution,One,whichcanbecalled
the"action"Plot,iswhatBirddoes,howheactsandreacts,anditis
predominantlyvariationsofhisinstincttoflight.Theotheror"thought"
plotiswhatBirdthinksandimagines,adimensionofthenovelrichin
imageryandallusion.Eachplothasadifferentlocus-theactiontakes
Placeintheexternalworld,thethoughtoccursinBird'smind-butthe
twoplotsareknittogetherinBird'spersonandbothareworkingtoward
hisultimatefreedomorbondage.Thecatagoriesoffreedomandbond-
agearepolaropposites,butthegoalsofBird'sqtlestarenotsodistinct・
1ygoodorbad.
IntheopeningParagraph,theoPPositionisapParentlystraightforward
andclear-cut:BirqgazesatamapofAfricawhichrepOミesinashowcase
"withthehaughtyeleg3nceofawilddeef'atthesa
lnetimethathis
wifelies``nakedonarubbermat,tightlyshuttinghereyeslikeashot
pheasantfallingoutofthesky"(p.1).Thesimilesappeartoclarify
issues,withthewildfreedomofthedeercontrastingsharplywiththe
deadlyrestraintofashotpheasant.Yetthisblack-and-whiteopposition
doesnotsurvivethepage,asBird,stillIookingatthemap,perceives
thecontinenttoresemble"theskullofamanwhohadhunghishead."
Furthermore,toBird'seye,"theminiatureAfricaindicatingpopulation
distributioninalowercornerofthemapwaslikeadeadheadbegin・
ningtodecompose;another,veinedwithtransportationroutes,wasa
skinnedheadwiththecapillariespainfullyexposed.Boththeselittle
Africassuggestedunnaturaldeath,rawandviolent"(PP.1-2).Whichis
deadly,Africaorthefamily?OristhequestionnotthatsimpleP
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BirdhaswantedtogotoAfricaforyears,andhis"dreamofdreams"
istowriteachronicleofhisadventurescalledSkyOverAfrica.
Hisfearisthathewillget"10ckedupinthecageofafamily"when
thebabyarrivesandnotbeabletogoofftoAfrica(P.4).Despite
thi・1・ng-h。ldwi,h,atth。b。ginning。fCh・pt。,2,Bi・dl・havinga
literaldreamofAfricainwhich,onceagain,Africaappearsdangerous.
BirddreamshefindshimselfinAfrica"unequipPedandwithnotrain・
ing,"unabletoescapethedangerofanenragedgiantwarthogwhich
isbearingdownonhi皿 。Asbefore,Africaisfirstthegoalofadream
offreeadventure,thenmodifiedbysuggestionsofthreatanddanger,
andBirdthinksofitas"anevil,seaufchinofadream,thicklyplanted
withthespinesoffear"whenhewakesup(PP.19-20).Thereisstill
anotherfacetofAfrica'ssymbolicmeaning.Thefirstsummerthat
Birdwasmarried,hewentonabingeandstayeddrunkforfourweeks.
Heneglectedeverything,afloatonaseaofalcohol,anddidnotengage
"inasinglelivi
nghumanactivity" .forthewholetime.Whenhe
revived,hediscoveredadesolationwithinhimselfandrealizedthat　 he
hadtotqmealloveragainnotonlythewildernessinsidehimself,but
thewildernessofhisrelationstotheworldoutside"(p.7).However
muchAfricarepresentsadreamoffreedomintheexternalworldof
action,itisalsoanembodimentofsomesortofthreat,anarenafor
innercombat,andametaphorforthewildernessBirdhasrecognized
3
withinhimself,
Atthemomentthewarthog'steethclosedownonhisankle,Bird
isawakenedfromhisdreambythetelephoneringing.Themessageis
abruptandshattering:・thebabyisabnormal;Birdmustgotothehos・
pitalrightaway.Birdinstantlylongstobeback'intherelativecomfort
ofhisnightmare.Hecannotchangetherealityofthephonecall,
however,and,asherideshisbicyclethroughtheraintothehespital,
hefeelsthesamefutilityheexperiencedinhisdreamflight(p.22).At
3LikeKimball,IhavefoundAfricatohavea``complexsymbolicfunction"inthe
novel,althoughKimballonly``suspects"that``AfricaisasmuchBird'sown
darkinnerworldasitistheDarkContinent"(pp.147-148).
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the層hospital,Birdfeelsbyturnsthreatened,irritated,helpless,bewildered,
isolated,andnumb.ThehospitalDirectorreferstothebabyas"the
goods"provokingBird'srevulsion,andheevengigglesnervouslyin
hisembarrassment,whichenragesBird.(Bird'swife,eventhroughanes・
thesia,heard-asshethought-theDirector"laughinghappily"when
thebabywasborn[p,123」.)ThebabyistobemovedtoaNational
Universityhospital,andBirdgoeshometochangehiswetclotheswhile
arrangementsarebeingmadefortheambulance,Itiswhenhe'sees
hisnakedbodywhilechangingclothesthatBird'sfeelingsofanger
andgrieffuseintoasenseofshamesooverpoweringthatitcompells
hisflight:"Trembling,Birdfledtheapartmentwithhiseyesonthe
foor,fleddownthestairs,fledthroughthehall,straddledhisbfcycle
andfledeverythingbehindhim.Hewouldhavelikedtofleehisown
body.Speedingawayonabike,hefelthewasescapinghimselfmore
effectivelythanhecouldonfoot,ifonlyalittle",(P.29).
ThedesiretoescapehimselfandtheimpulsetoflightbecomeBird's
dominantmotives.Heisboundbythepainfulnexusofshameandan
instincttoflee.Whenhismother-in-law,whohastoldherdaughter
thatthebabywastakentoaheartclinic,tellsBirdnottogobackto
seehiswif6,hefeelshehasgained"anunexpectedfurlough"(p.39),
Onhiswaytotellhisprofessorfather-in-lawthenews,Birdstopsin
abarbershop.Here,heisablemomentarily"toescapehissadnessand
hisapprehension"whenthebarbertreatshimasanordinarycustomer
(p,40).Inastrongerexpression,Birdwantsto"dropoutofthisworld
forawhile"(p.6D.Hisfearanddesirearesharplyimagedinthe
professor'soffice.Birdbelievesthatwhenhiswifefinallylearロsthe
truthaboutthebaby,"aropeofscreamingnerveswouldfetterMr.and
Mrs.・Bird,"andthetwoofthemwouldthereafterbe"10ckedupina
dungeonofcurelneurosis"(pp.46-47).Unexpectedly,theprofessor
offersescapebyofferingabottIeofwhisky.Birdstiffensinamoment
oftension,forhisacademiccareerwasendedbyhisearlierepicbinge,
but,Birdarguestohimself,"Ihaveaperfectrighttotoday'sbottleof
whiskyaηdliberatingtime"(p.47)..
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ThetimeBirdspendsinflightisnotusuallyliberating,andin
attemptstoescapehimself,Birdlimitshimself.Oneattributeofthis
self-reductiveprocessisintheimagery:atonetimeBirdlongsto
"burrowintoastilldarker
,stilldeeperplace"(p.84);atanother,
Himikoseeshimasasnailwithdrawingintoitsshell(p.183).In
withdrawing,Birdbecomesextremelydiffident,noteventryingtokeep
hiscram-schooljob(pp.137-139).Thislassitudevergesonthepatho・
10gicalattimes,sqchaswhenhesayshefeelsthatthereisnot"'a
singlethingIeftintIleworldthatIcouIdjustifiablyassertmyright
to'"(p.145).AsHimikocautionshim,suchfeelingsleadtoself-
destruction,notliberatiorl.Neitherisregressionawayout,andBird
undergoesthisform,ofwithdrawalIateinthebook。Fromfirstthinking
aboutnothingbutthebaby'sdeath(P.152),todreamingaboutthe
baby(pp.154-155),Birdbeginsrepeatedlytoimitatethebaby'sactions
(pp.158,159,162,176,185).Theironyisgraphic:inpursuinghis
escapetothestageofregression,Birdhastiedhimselfevermorefirmly
tothebaby.
DrinkingoffersonepathopentoBirdinhisodysseyofescape.
Weknowthatonone .occasioninthepastBirdstayeddrunkforan
entiremonth,neglectingeverything,anescapethatsoravagedhim
thathe」isunderstandablywaryofhiscravingforalcoho1,Inoneof
hisAfricabooks,Birdreadsthatthevillagers'drunkenrevelsarea
despairingresponsetotheirbasicdissatisfactions(p.8).Wantingto
avoidanyadmissionthathehasbasicdissatisfactionsthatshouldbe
faced,Birdhasdeniedhimselfalcohol,soheisstartledwhenthepro.
fessorsays"'There'sabottleofwhiskyinthatdesk_Takeitalong'"　
(p.46).Thebottletheprofessorgiveshim,withitsfree-striding
Scotsmanlabel,isasingularlyapPropriateimageofescape-"Birdlifted
thebottleofJohnnyWalkerandstudiedthepictureonthelabel.He
sighedrapturously,anddrankathirdglass"(p.55)-butBirdpays
harshpenaltiesfordrinking.Afterdrinkingtoomuch,sexisimpossible
(pp.66-68),andheisrackedbypainfulboutsofvomiting,oneofwhich
occursinfrontofhisclassatthecram-schoolandcostshimhisjob
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(pp.ヤ84-87).Itisnotsurprising,therefore,thatBirdisfinallyable
　toresistthe
whiskylure"(p.127),thoughdrinkisalwaysinthe
backgroundasanescaperoute.
Anotherself-avoidingsolaceisphilosophizing,andBirdandHimiko
drinkandtalkwhenhefirstarrivesatherhouse.Himikooffersthe
firstphilosophicaldodgebyquotingWilliamBlake:"'Soonermurderan
infantinitscradIethannurseunacteddesires'"(p.56).Theimplication
iscIear-donotcarryonaboutthebaby;pursueyourAfricandreamr--
butthisisatooshallowapplicationofaProverbofHellrippedoutof
context.'ABIakereproductionhangingonthewallgivesani皿mediate
correction.Itis``PlagueDestroyingtheOldestSonsofEgypt,"and
thedreadfulsceneispotentiallyanimageofBird'srelationshiptohis
son.Toinsulateherselfagainstthepainofher.husband'ssuicide,
Himikohasevolvedametaphysicalconceptofa"pluralisticuniverse."
Assheexplainsit,therearealternativeuniversesinwhichourlives
havetakenotherpaths:inanotheruniverse,Bird'sbabywasborn
healthyandstrong;insomeother,herhusbanddidnotkillhimself.
Bird'sreactiontothisisharsh:"'You'restilltormentingyourselfabout
yourhusband'ssuicide,aren'tyou?Andyou'veconceivedthiswhole
philosophicalswindleinordertorobdeathofitsfinality"'(P.60).
BirdcanseethroughHimiko'sdefenseagainsthermentalanguishand
wanthertostopfoolingherself,butitismuchhardertoseethrough
hisownphilosophicaltricks.Infact,ittakesanoutsidertobreak
throughBird'sdefenses.Itisthegirlproducer,oneofHimiko'sfriends,
whoforcesBirdtoconsiderthathemaybepoisoninghimselfwithself-
deception(PP.146-150).
HimikoisBird'smajorsanctuary.SheisintroducedjustafterBird
hasbeengiventhewhiskybyhisfather-in-1awandhasdecidedto"get
downtodrinking."Sincehedoesnotwanttodrinkinhisapartment
or、inacheaphotel,Bird'sfirstproblemiswheretogotodrink:"Bird
gazedenviouslyatthejollyScotsmanintheredcutawaystridingacross
theJohnnyWalkerlabel.Wherewashegoinginsuchahurry?AIIof
asudden,Birdrememberedanoldgirlfriend"(p.48).Thisconnection
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isnotwithoutreason.AlmosteverythingaboutHimikosuggestsfree・
domandopenness.Herfather-in-1awmadeherapresentofthehouse
shewasIivinginwhenherhusbandco皿mittedsuicideandprovides
皿oneyforherlivingexpenses,sosheismateriallycarefree.Sheisnow
arumoredsexualadventuresswhocruisesthecityatnightinherred
MG.Herfree-1ivingstyleisevensuggestedbyherbrandofcigarette--
Players.Ontheotherhand,Himikoisimmediatelyqualifiedbythe
imagesassociatedwithher.WhenBirdarrives,Himikostepsbackfrom
theopendoor"withtheruffledhasteofamotherhen,"andBird
momentarilyfeelsthenarrowentrywaytobe"1iketheinsideofahooded
cage"(p.51).Birdglancesaroundhimself``likeahuntingdognosing
foraspoor"inagloomylivingroomwhichis"darkandstagnantlike
abedofstrawforsicklivestock"(p.52).Allthesuggestionsofreduction
andcaptivitywarnthatHi皿ikomaybesolnethingofaCirce.
TheprimaryrefugeandescapeHimikooffersBirdissex.Bird's
rageandsen鉾ofshame,thesexofhischild,andhisownsexualfeelings
havebecomeentangledinawaythatleadstoastrongPerversedesire.
This``seaurchinofdisquietandblack-hotdesire"quickens``inthe
darknessofhis皿indlikeaclotofblackslugs"andgivesrisetohis
longing"fortheultimateinanti-socialsex"(pp.65,99,104).Himiko
iswillingtosleepwithBird,nomatterwhathiscondition,buther
mentionofthedangerofpregnancycausesBird'simpotence.LikeKing
Learinhismadness,Birdhascometofearprocreativesex:``'1'mafraid
ofthedarkrecesseswherethatgrotesquebabywascreated...Ihavethis
feelingthere'swhatyou'dcallanotheruniversebackinthere.It'sdark,
it'sinfinite,it'steemingwitheverythinganti7human:agrotesque
universe'"(pp.107,110).Himikoisnothingifnotaccomodating,and
inare111arkablyclinicalMasters-and-Johnsontone-"ノlfyou'regoing
toconqueryourfear,Bird,you'llhavetoisolateitbydefiningits
objectprecisely_Whatyou'resayingisthatyouwouldn'thavetobe
afraidifyouapproachedmefrombehind'"(pp.109,110)-sheoutlines
aplanthatleavesBirdstunned.ItalsogivesnewlifetoBird'sdesire,
hislongingfor"themostmaleficsex,afuckrifewithignominy"(p.111).
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AndsoitisBirdeffectivelyforgetsHimikoinhisintenselysolipsistic
gratification.Hisbrutalityisexplicit:hisconvulsionsofpleasurecause
Himikotoscreaminagony,andthereisanotherscreamwhenhebites
intoherneck,drawingblood(pp.112-113).Birdsoonsensesthehorror
ofthe"inhuman"coition.ThefullhorrorofwhatBirdhasdoneto
himselfisshownthroughtheimagery.WhenBirdlies"onhisstomach
likearock"andfeels``turnedtostone"(P.113),theimplicationisthat
hehasbecomeevenlessthananimal,inanimate.
YetforaUitshectic,convulsiveenergyandstone--likeinconsid・
eration,themaleficsexualactispurgative.Bird'sintenseorgas皿of
shalneandrageismuchmorethecatharticburstingofamentalboil
thanasexualrelease.Chapter7,centralinthenovel'sstructure,pro・
videsBird'sfirstturningpoint,andへthepivotoccursbetweenthe
chapter'stwosexualacts.Whentheydriftintointercourseagain,Bird
"holdsout"sothatHimikocanfindherownpleasure
.Thistime,
pointedly,hepeers``intoherupturnedface"(P.117).Sotherecannot
beanydoubtaboutthechange,thesimilesusedafterHilniko'sorgas皿
makethedifferenceclear.Shesighs"likeababyanimalwithafull
,belly,"andBirdnowfeels"likearoosterwatchingoverachick"(P.118),
The"ludicrousnoisesandthepeculiarodor"ofanalintercourseare
replacedby"amuffledsigh"and"thehealthyodorofsweat"(PP.112,
118).Theimagesarekinder,gentler,and,inthatsense,muchmore
human,andBirdhasbecomealmostsolicitouslyconcernedwithHimiko's
comfort:"helayperfectlystil1,supportinghisweightonhiselbowslest
heoppressthegirlbeneathhim"(p.118).
Himiko'saccomodatingopenness,thequalitythathasmadeherso
necessarytoBirduntilnow,presentsitsowntrap.Bird'sfundamental
problemisnotsexualdysfunction.WhenBirdfallsintoasexuallysati.q-
fiedsleepattheendofChapter7,heischasedbackintocryingwake・
fulnessbya"stifling,claustrophobicdream"(p.118),Hehasovercome
hissexualfearswithHimiko'shelp,buthecannotavoidthestifling
pressureofhisconscienceforlong,andnoonecanhelphiminthe
struggletoself-examination。Thesortsofhardquestionsheisgoingto
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havetoseektoanswerabouthi][nselfarevoicedbyhiswifewhenBird
visitsher.Himikowasunblushinglystraightforwardaboutsexualmat・
ters,ahdBird'swifeisnolessforthrightaboutmattersofconscience
andc与aracter:"ノIthinksometimesthat,whenareallycrucialmoment
comes,you'11eitherbedrunkorinthegripofsomecrazydreallland
justfloatupintotheskylikearealbird...Isuspectedyou'dgottendrunk
orrunawaysomewhere_Andwhetherornotthebabyrecoversdepends
onthehospitalyouchoseandonyourefforts_Bird,areyouthekind
ofpersonwho'11takeresponsibilityforthebabyevenatasacrificeto
yourself?'"(PP.127-128).Havingone'sprivatedesiresanddoubtsclearly
enunciatedbyanother'isalwaysunnerving,butforBirditisalmost
unbearableatatimewhenhehasbeentryingtoavoidcomingtomental
gripswiththem.Itisnotsurprising,then,thatasheheadsbackto
Himiko,whoiswaitingoutsidethehospitalinherredsportscar,he
feels"asifhehadescapedencirclementbystrangersandhadreturned
tohistruefamily"(P.131).Yetafterhiswife'sdemandingwords,
Himiko'sdescriptionofthealternativequestsheoffersringsho110w:
``'Bird
,.wouldn'titbegreattoknowjustwhatyouhadtodotomake
thedaysofmarvelouslaysgoonandon!ノ"(P.132).
Inhersexualwisdom,Himikoknowsthattheextremesexualtension
ofthepreviousnightwillnotlast,and,thoughBirdnowfeelsheneeds
Himikomorethanhehaseverneededanotherperson,justtwodays
latersexhasbeco皿etameandmundane,the"do99edrepetition_rooted
nowinsensationsofdailyquietudeandorder"(pp.132,134,172).More
ominously,sexisnowdescribedinawaythatsuggestsithasbecome
mechanical:Himikosoarsintoorgasmandswoops``aroundtheaxisof
hisbodyineverwideningcircles,tremblingandgroaningherway
throughtheskyofherorgasms,"leavingBirdtorecall``thesensation
offlyingamodelairplane"(P.172).Thereisindeedanincreasingdis・
tancebetweenthem.ThoughHimikocontinuesto"fly,"circling"her
privateskies,"Birdisdrivenbackfromhisownsexualreleaseby"fear
ofthelongnightthatwouldfollowcoitus"(p.173).Itisinthenights
thatBird'swakingthoughtsarefilledwiththebabyandhissenseof
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shame,andhisdreamstellhimthatinhisresponsibilityforthebaby's
deathheisamurdererwhoisatthesametirnekillinghimself(pp.116,
134,155).Thisinnerturmoilismorepotentthanthecomfortsof
Himiko'sbedand,inevitably,leadstobadsex.Misunderstanding,Bird
th三nksthebabyhasdiedwhenhereceivesatelephonesummonstoappear
atthehospital.Thenewsleaveshimtrembling.Heseeksthe"safe
lair"ofthebedandtherefugeofHimiko'sbody,butat"the皿oment
whenpartnersshareaclimaxanddesist-一 一Birdawkwardlyrecoiledand,
abruptly,emptiedinmasturbativeisolation"(p.174).
HisdreamsandsexualexperiencesconspiretotellBirdthatheis
alonewithhisproblem,butHimikoiswillingtosharetheburdento
theextentofassumingequalmoralresponsibilityforthebaby'sdeath,
4
amotifthatapPearsinrepeatedreferencesto"dirtyingone'shands."
Whenadoctorsuggeststhatitwouldprobablybeforthebestifthe
babyweretoweakenanddiebeforeanoperationwerepossible,Bird
comfortshimselfthatitwouldmean"escapingtheburdenofavegetable
baby_withoutfouling[his]ownhandswithitsmurder"(pp.119-120).
Anycomfortisshort-Iived,however,asthegirlproducertellshimthat
whenhestopsdeceivinghimself,hewillhavetoad]皿itthathehasbeen
"dirtying[his]ownhands"(p
.146).WhenHimikosuggestsIeaving
thingsuptoanabortionistsheknows-someonesheissurewould"1end
ahandtosomeonewhodidn'twanthisbaby"-shedoesnotdodgethe
moralimplication:"'Naturally-askingthedoctortohelpus-willmean
thatwe...aredirtyingourownhandswiththebaby'smurder-'"(p.180).
Infact,Hi]皿ikoexhibitsakindofeagernesstosharetheguilt,andwhen
Birdinsistsitwouldbehisguiltalone-"'Notourhands.Mine!1'11
bedirtyingmyhandswiththebaby'smurderノ"(p.180)-Himikoargues:
``'You
wouldn'tagreewhenIsaidwe'dbedirtyingourhandsbutyou
werewrong,Bird,reallyyouwere.Ourhands.Bird,we'11gotoAfrica
together,won'twe1ノ"(p.184).
40益oncemetwithSartreinParis,and,intherepeateduseofthisexpression,
thereisnodoubtaliteraryallusiontoSartre'sDirtyHands,aplayaboutthe
moralimplicationsandstainofinvolvementwithkilling.
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Thislastquestioningexclamationheraldsanotherdarklyforboding
shiftintheirrelationship,forHimikohasgraduallyappropriatedAfrica
asherowndrealn,Birdfeelsa"despairingrage"whenhemustpay
thethirtythousandyenhehassetasideashisAfricanfundtothe
universityhoミpitalasasecuritydeposit.Leftwithjusthisroadmaps
andashattereddream,Birdcanonlyswear:"'Africa?Whatafucking
laugh!'"(PP.103-104).Itisnotlongafterthis,asBirdregressesin
withdrawal,thatHimikobeginsavidlyreadinganAfricannovel=as
though"infected"withBird's``Africanfever,"sheis"enthralledbythe
mapsandthebook"(p.152).Beforelong,thereisacompletereversal.
AsAfricapalesforBird,thedreamgrowsforHimiko.Indecidingto
takethebabyoutofthehoSpitalanddeliverhimuptoHimiko'sabor・
tionist,Birdknows・hisAfricantripispossible,buttomurderaninfant
initscradlechangeseverything:"Africaactuallyinsight!Butitwas
onlyadesolate,insipidAfricathatBirdwasabletopicturenow_He
hadfledhere,wanderedallofAfrica..;Nowhestooddumblyinthe
Sahara"(p.183).TheAfricaheseesisanothermarker(alongwiththe
¥30yOOO)ofhisstateofmind,but,atthesametime,forHimikothe
dreamisgrowing:"ノBird,1'vebecomef .asgcinatedwithyourmaps.Iwant
youtogetdivorcedsowecantraveltoAfricatogether_IguessIcaught
thefever,too.Andnowyourfreedomhasbecomeessentialtome,Bird,
Ineedyouasafreeman_Atfirstourrelationshipwasonlysexual,
1wasasexualrefugefromyouranxietyandfromyourshame.Butlast
nightIrealizedt .hatapassionforAfricawasdevelopinginIIle,too.
Andthatmeansanewbondbetweenus,Bird,nowwehaveamapof
Africaforago-betweeni"(p.184).Asever,Himikoisrightaboutsex,
butsheistalkingabouta"freedom"and"bondage"whicharethesame
thing.WhenshewantsBird"free,"shemeanscutloosefromfamily
reSponsibility.ShewantsBirdrootless,notmorallyfreeofguiltand
shame;freetodeceivehimself,notfreetofacehimself.Thatshewould
makeAfricaa``bond"betweenthemresonatesthreateningly,evoking
allthehoodedcageandsicklivestockimageryoftheirfirstmeeting,
withitsimplicationofmotherhenHimikokeepingBirdfirmlyunder
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herwing.HimikoisapPearingmoreandmoreasapotentiallyenthrall・
ingCircewhowouldliketok㏄pBirdinhisunderdevelopedBirdrlike
state,tiedtoherbythebondageofashareddreamandshared覧guilt,
BirdfaceshisgreatestAfricantemptationwhenHimiko'sfather-
in-1awvisitsheronemorningandsuggeststheysellHimiko'shouse
andpropertyandusethemoneyforatriptoAfrica.SinceHi!niko
thinksitmightbeagoodwaytoescapethememoryofherhusband's
suicide,herfather-in-1awenthusiasticallyencouragesthem:``'Whydon't
thetwoofyoujustpackupandleaveforAfrica?'"(p,171).WhynotP
Birdhastroublewiththebluntquestion:``'Icouldn'tdothat_It'stoo
slick_Ijustcouldn'tdoit!'"(p.171).AlargepartofBird'sdifficulty
inansweringis亡ohiscredit,forheisthinkinghoweasilyhecould
havefollowedasuggestionwrappedinmoralsuasion:"ifherfather-
in-1awhadsuggestedundertakingatriptoAfricawiththemoralobj㏄・
tiveofrescuingHimikofrolnthephantomofherhusband,howeagerly
wouldhehavereleasedhimselftothatjourneyintosweetdeception!"
(p.171).Bird'sdoubleawareness--ofthedeceptionandofhoweasi】Ly
hecouldswallowitifproperlycoated--ProducesthedoubIebindofter・
rifiedlongingandself-10athing.Nevertheless,itisbecomingeasier
forBirdtorecognizeandstruggleagainstfollowingthepathSofself-
deception,aswhenheinsiststhathewillbedirtinghishandsalone
inthecaseofthebaby:"Atleasthehadliberatedhimselffromone
deception,Birdthought"(p.180).Despitethedesolation,Birdisfacing
UptosomepainfultruthsHerealizesthatnomatterwhattheoutcome
ofhisownbattleagainst、``theinternalitchinessofdeception,"itis
beyondhispowertodeceivehiswife,andthisacknowledgmentis
anotherpositivestep:``Birdbitintoanotherrealitycoatedwiththe
sugarsoffraud"(P.182).
Bird'sbattleagainstself-deceptionandhisstruggletoachievehonest
self-examinationsoastocometotermswithhimselfconstitutetheplot
Ihavecalled"thought,"asdistinctfromthe"action"plot,whichis
primarilymadeupofBird'svariousflights.Toputitanotherway,
therearetwokindsofactioninthenovel,physicalandmental,and
イ
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theyare6fequal-andinseparable-significance.ThegoalofBird's
internalquestisself-knowledge,andfromthebeginningweknowhow
Birdseeshimself.ThewayBirdvisualizeshimselfandtheworldis
revealedthroughimagery,andAPersonalMatterisremarkablefor
室hepervasiveuseofanimalimagery.Atvarioustimes,Birdisdescrib・
edordescribeshimselfasbeinglikeathreatenedsowbug,arabbit,
acrab,aweakenedchick,aweakinsect,amole,ashellfishunder
attack,abeatendo9,asoft-shelledcrabthathadjustsheditsshe11,a
babyseaurchin,andasnai1.HeoncethinksofHimikoasbeinglikea
slna11,timidanimal,rubbingherodorintoallthecornersofherhouse.
Shewrinkleshernoselikeapuppy(thoughherbreaststhrustlikefangs)
andflopsthroughapuddlelikeaclumsydog.Heseesonedoctorasa
brutalsnappingturtle,anothersnapshismouthshutlikeafroggulping
afly,andthesickpatientsmakehimthinkofsoiledanimals.The
baby'sbassinetwilltearhisnerveslikeagnashingshark.Metaphori・
cally,Birdfearsthecageofafamily,hasanevilseaurchinofadream,
fedswormsoftinglingPleasure,sensesanoctopusofdisgustandthe
tapewormofegotism,sufferstheantsofparanoia,andiscaughtinthe
5
clawsofalobsteroffatigue.Whenhevisitshiswife,sheusesan
imagetodescribehimthathefindsverybitter-``'You'vebeguntolook
likeasewerratthatwantstoscurryintoahole"'(p.126)-butafter
thegirlproducerinsiststhatheisdeceivinghimself,Birdfindsthe
imageanappropriateonetouse.Ifhebecomessickonself-deception
afterthebaby'sdeath,hewillbe``'1ikeasewerratthatscurriesdown
5
6
See,intheorderinwhichIhavelistedthelmages,pp.19,20,23,、28,29,80,
148,149,151,183;150,106,197;98,101;47;6,20,40,54,99,128,142.
Rabsonthinkstheanimalimagery"workstodepictman'sunfortunatetendency
tobrutalizehisfellows"(p.185),highlights``thedailydepersonalizationsthat
plaguemassurbanlife"(p.186),andservesto"contraEtthedepersonalizations
ofmodernmedicalbureaqcracywithBird'spainfullypersonaldilemma"(p.195).
Surelyhemissesthepoint.ItisclearthatAPersonalMatterisacharacter
study,notanattackupontheconditionsofurbanlifeorareproachofthe
medicalestablishment.Ifanything,Birdisbrutalizinghimself.Theanimal
imageryservesthroughoutaSanindexofBird'smindandasacommentupQn
hispersonaldevelopment.
4
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ablindaUeyafterswallowingratpoison'"(P.148).Thisisbyno
meansacompletelisting,buttheimplicationofthemetaphoricalp;es・ら
sureisclear:Birdislessthanfullyhuman.Toridhimselfofhis
childishnicknameandtofreehimselffromthezooofanimalimagery,
Birdmustgrowmentally.
Thereaderhasaprivilegedvantagepointandcanseemore-and
Inoreeasily-thancanBird.Foronething,weseehimposedforour
inspectionagainstabackgroundofhumanpossibilities,avarietyof
othercharacterswhomakeclearhisfailings.Birdmeetstwoofthese
thematiccharactersatthehospital.Having"placedhisbetonthe
baby'sdeath,"Birdisdisconcertedtohearthebabyisnotonlystill
alive,butthatheis"'takinghismilkverynicelyandhisar皿sand
legsaregoodandstrong'"(pp.89-90).Heistakentoseethebaby,
butbeginstofeelthatincontinuingtolivethebabyis``beginningto
.attackhim"(p.95),Thebabyhasbecomeaburden,a"monsterbaby"
hemustgetawayfromsomehow(p.99).Thereisstillachancethe
babymayweakenanddie,andasympatheticdoctorconspireswithBird
tosubstitutesugar=waterforthebaby'smilkinanattempttσweaken
it.Althoughthisiswhathewants,Birdneverthelesshurriesoutof
thehospital≧`asifhewerefleeingthesceneofacrime,"wiping"at
tearsthatwerehotwithshame"(p.101).
IncommentaryonBird'smoralfailing,thisepisodeispunctuated
by``theloudvoiceofthelittleman,"thefatherofababybornwithout
aliver(p.96).Farfrolnwishingforhisbaby'sdeath,thelittleman
evenrefusestoacceptquietlytheinevitable.Thoughhisdress・and
appearancesuggesthedoessomekindofheavyworkandhisconfusion
ofthewords"stole"and"stool"suggestsalimitededucation,hisfight・!
ingspiritappearsasa・healthyalternativetothemoreadvantaged
Bird'sshameandself-pity.WhenhecatchesupwithBirdoutsidethe
hospital,heisstillfullofdefiance:"ノYou'vegottogivethemabattle,
youknow,fight!fight!fight!_Myboyhasn'tgotaliver,yousee,so
I'vegottofightand .keepfightingortheymightjustcuthimupalive'"
(p.102).Bird'ssoon-to-follow"ノAfrica?Whatafuckinglaugh!'"isa
、
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hollow,self-pityingechoofthelittleman'sverbalparallel:``'Recover?
Fatchance:mysonhasnoliver'!"(pp.103-104).
Andasifthiswerenotenough,asBirdishurryingdownthehos
pitalcorridoronhiswayout,hepassesanopensickroomdoorinwhich
hecatchessightofa``slight,young,completelynakedgirl."Hugging
herbreastswithonehand"asthoughinpity,"challengingBirdwith
hereyes,shebeginstomasturbate。Thoughheis"movedtocompassion"
forthegir1,hemovesonbecausehis"sensationofshamewastooin・
tenseforhimtosustainconcernforanyexistencebuthisown"(pp,
101-102>Thisbriefencounterp;esentsathematicparallelandabarbed
irony:thegirlisanylnphomanicwhose"bodyseemedlessthanfully
developed,"whereasBirdisafflictedwithanegomaniastemmingfro皿
anunderdevelopedmind.Theironyisthatitispreciselyhissole
concernforhisownexistencewhichiscausingthesenseofshame.
Thethematiccharacterwhoismostimportantasamoralmeasuring
stickisMr.Delchef,anattacheinthelegationofasmallBalkanstate
andleaderoftheSlaviclanguagesstudygroupthatBirdhashelpedto
form.Inmanyrespects,hissituationresemblesBird's:hehaslefthis
legationresponsibilitiestolivewithaJapanesegirlandhasrefusedall
entreatiestoreturn.Thelegationhasaskedthestudygroupforhelp,
sinceDelchefwillsoonbeconsideredadefector,andthegroupwants
Birdtobetheenvoy(pp.80-81).EventuallyBirdgoestotalktoMr.
Delchef,andtheimportant 、differenceintheirsituationsisunderscored
byDelchef'stwiceイepeatedreasonfornotreturning:``'Iwillnotgoし
back;mygirlfriendwantsmetostaywithher_Iwillnotreturn.My
girlfriendwants皿eto$tay'"(p.165).Birdhasbeenacting(orfailing
toact)forhimself;Delchefisactingonbehalfofanother.Birdhas
beenhidinginHilniko'sdark .house,avoidinghimself;Delchefstands
inhisopendoorwelcomingBird,acceptsresponsibility,andopenlyac-
ceptstheresultsofhisactions.AsBirdtellsabouthisbabyandcon・
fessesthatheiswaitingforittodie,Mr.Delchef'stonechangessha町 レ
Iy:"'Whydoyouwaitforthebabytodiewhenitneedsanopera・
tion?_Kafka,yo血know,wroteinalettertohisfather,theonlything
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aparentcandoforachildiitowelcomeitwhenitarrives.Areyou
rejectingyourbabyinstead?Canweexcusetheegotismthatrejects
anotherlifebecauseamanisafather?'"(P.166),
Unlikeintheencounterswiththelittlemanandthenymphomaniac,
thistimeBirdcannotwalkaway.IndemaqdingtoknowwhyBird
waswaitingforthebabytodie,"Mr.Delchef'ssmilevanishedanda
lookofmanlycouragefiercenedtheIinesofhisface"(P.166).Precisely
becauseitisnotcouchedasananimalmetaphor,thedescriptionis
chargedwithmeaning.ManlinessisthequalitythatBirdmustgain,
theattributeinwhichhefailstomeasureuptoMr.Delchef.Under
theonslaughtofreproachandpainfulquestioning,Birdcanonlyhang
hishead,shudderingintheknowledgethatDelchef'swhispered``'poor
littlething!'"referstohim,notthebaby,Finallyabletosaygood-by,
Birdruns``forthecarlikeafugitive."Hereagain,justaswhenhefled
thehospitalafterimitatingthebaby'sgestures,Birdisoncemore"on
therun"fromhimself(pp.159,167).
Notfgrmuchlonger,though.Withoutdoingsomethingdrasticto
one'sconsciousness,itisimpossibletorunfromoneselfforlong.A1・
thoughhehassofaravoidedathoroughandunflinchingself-examination,
Birdhasliterallyandmetaphoricallybeentaking91ancesathimselfall
along.ThecentralquestionofthenovelisposedwhileBirdisgazing
athisreflectionina"darklyshadoweddisplaywindow."Whathesees
makeshimuneasy:thesameface,posture,andgeneralappearanceof
Birdatfifteen.ItisnowonderthatBirdperceivestheunchanged
figuretobe"awkwardlyafloatlikeadrownedcorpseintheinkylake
ofwindowglass"(p.3),asthesignalqualityoflifeischangeand
growth.InseeingtheiInage,Birdiscompelledtoaskthekeyquestion:
"Howlongwouldhecontinuetolooklikeabird?Nochoicebutliving
withthesamefaceandposturefromfifteentosixty-five,washethat
kindofperson?"(p.4.).Thathefearstheansweris"yes"andthat
theimageisatruecomposite-andprediction-ofhislife,shakes
Birdwithapalpabledisgust,towhichisaddedembarrassmentwhen
atransvestitemomentrailymistakesthereflectionforthatofa
噛18 ReviewofLiberalArts,No.58
pervert(PP.4-5),
Thisbriefencounterwiththedragqueenisechoedinamoreserious
keylaterwhenBirdvisitsthehospitalafterspendinghisfirstdrunken
nightwithHimiko.Heknowsthebabymighthavealreadydied,andin
whatheconsidersagamble〈gotothewardtoseethelivingbabyor
gototheofficetomakearrange卑entsforanautopsyP),Birdbetson
thebaby'sdeath.Birdisconsciousthatthischoicemakeshim``the
baby'strueenemy,"buthisguiltismutedbythereliefheanticipates.
Thereliefisonlymomentary,though,forBirdlearnsthatthebabyis
verymuchalive(pp.89-90),Inreaction,Birdfeelsempty,unbalanced,
andisgrippedagainbyembarrassmentathavingfatheredagrotesque
child.Justasthedoortotheintensivecarewardisclosing,　 Birdglanced
intoanovalmirror_andsawoilandsweatglisteningfromforehead
tonose,1ipspartedwithraggedbreathing,cloudedeyesthatclearly
turnedinuponthemselves:itwasthefaceofapervert"(p.91).The
unavoidablesuggestionisthatBirdhasmadehi皿selfagrotesquery,
somethingfarmoreshamefulthanthebaby'sdeformity.Asinthe
firstchapter,Birdisagain"joltedbysuddendisgust,"butlookingaway
bringsnorelief:Birdknowshewillsufferfromthememoryoftheface
hehasseen(p.91).
Inthemirrorofabarbershop,Birdreadsasuperficialcomfortina
superficialchange:``Steppさngoutofthebarberchair,Birdglancedathis
faceina'mirror_Hishairwasdefinitelymatted,cracklyasdry
straw,buthisfacefromhishighcheekbonestohisjawwasasbright
andasfreshapinkasthebellyofarainbowtrout"(p.42).Though
yetanotheranimalimage,itisanundeniablyattractiveone,andBird
feelshehas"introducedonepositiveelementtoapsychologicalbalance
whichhadbeentippedtonegativesincedawn"(p.42).Thispositive
weightingiscounter-balancedforusbyBird's``glanceattheblood
thathaddriedunderhisnoselikeatriangularmole,"theresultofa
nickfromthebarber'srazor.Thebarbernickshimbecausehecannot
sitstil1,andhecannotsitstillbecauseofhisprofoundfearathaving
condemnedthebabyon"insufficientevidence"(pp.41-42).Whereas
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Birdhereignoresthedarklysuggestivemoleofdriedbloodinhiseager・
、nesstocapitalizeonthepsychologicalboostofhisclean-shavenface
,
inanother,latershavingmirror,Birdseeshimselfmuchmoreaccurately,
Inasmallrepetitionofamajorpattern,Bird'sfirstimpulseistorun
awaywhenHimiko'sfather-in-lawvisitsonSundaymorning.Hegives
intoHimiko'sreproaches,however,andgoestoshave.Himiko'sre・
sentmenthasshockedBird,andtheshockcauseshimtorealizethathe
hasbeenneglectingHimikoinhisconcentrationon,hisownmisfortune,
"clingingdoggedlytohimselffromtheminutehehadmovedintohis
friend'shouse,awareofHimikoonlyasasinglecellintheorganismof
hisconsciousness_Hehadbecomeachrysalisofpersonalmisfortune,
seeingonlytheinnerwallsofthecocoon"(p.170).Thisinsightinto
himselfisimmediatelyfollowedbyaliteralsighting:"Birdfinished
shavingandlookedintothefoggedmirroratthepale, 、gravefaceofa
chrysalisofmisfortune.Henoticedthathisownfacelookedwizened"
(p.170).Theimageinthefoggedmirrorismoretruthfulthanthat
intheglisteningmirrorofthebarbershopbecauseitistheviewerwho
matters.Themirrorallowsyoutoseewhatyouarecapableofseeing,
andforBirdbothimageandtrutharebecomingclearerandeasierto
see.Thatheisnowabletoseeandopenlyadmitthathehas"been
actingmostlylikeanegomaniac"(p.170)isanimportantindication
thatBirdisgrowingevermorecapableofbitingintounpalatable
truths.
Bird'sfinalenlightenmentofself-knowledgeoccursnotwhileheis
lookinginamirror,butwhenheisstaringintospace.Havingdelivered
thebabytoHimiko'sabortionist,thetwoofthemdrivetoagaybar,
KIKUHIKO,runbyahomosexualofthesamename.Itisthesame
KikuhikowhowasBird'sboyhoodfriend,sotheencounterlinksBird's
pastandpresent.WhenBird'swifeisquestioninghisnature,asking
ifheisthekindQfpersonwhoab即donsafriendinneed,shecapsthe
challengewithapointedlypersonalreference:``ノthewayyouabandoned
thatfriendofyours...Kikuhiko?'"(p.129).Nearlyeveryone-including
Bird-acceptsthestoryasanexampleofBird"deserting"ayounger
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friend,butasitistold,thethrustofthestoryseemsotherwise.Having
togetheracceptedthejobofhuntingforanescapedmadman,Birdbe・
comesfascinatedandsearchesardentlyallnight,knowingthatthemad・
manwilllikelydieoffrightifheisnotfoundbeforethedogsare
Ioosedonhistrailatdawn.Kikuhikogrowsbored,loseshisborrowed
bicycle,andinsiststheygiveupandgohome.Birdshamestheyounger
boy,andtheypart-Birdstillsearching,Kikuhikogoinghomeonthe
lasttrain,cryingthathewasafraid(pp.129-130).Birdandhiswife
considerittobeataleofabandonment,anditsimplicitreproachis
neverlongoutofmind:Bird吻swifewantstonamethebabyKikuhiko,
andwhenBirdispressedtonamethebabybeforetakingitoutofthe
hospital,thatiswhathecallshim(pp.130,189).
SoBirdfindshimselfconfrontingtheKikuhikooutofhisboyhood
pastjustafterhavingdeliveredtheinfantnamesaketotheabortionist.
Interestingly,itisKikuhikowhodoesnotacceptthepastepisodeasan
instanceofBird'sfailure.AshesaystoBird:"'Youkeptupthechase
untildawnandIdroppedoutandran...andourIiveshavebeencomplete・
Iydifferenteversince.Youstoppedmixingwithmeandmykind
andwenttoacollegeinTokyo_ButI'vebeenfallingsteadilyeversince
thatnightandIookatmenow-tuckedawayniceandcomfyinthis
nellylittlebar'"(pp.207-208).Althoughheventuresthathe``'might
beinaverydifferentgroovenow'"iftheyhadnotpartedthatnight,
Kikuhikotakesfullresponsibilityforhishomosexuality,refusingto
acceptHimiko'sprofferedoutofblamingitonBird's"abandonment."
Theimportofthestorywouldthenseemtob今notsomuchaboutde・
sertionasacautionagainstthedangerofatoo-single-mindedpursuit
ofagoal,WhenBirdfinallyfindsthemadman,heisdead,having
hangedhimself,andBirdthinksheknockedhimselfout``'fornothing,'"
forsomething``'meaningless'"(p.207).Thehangedmanimagerecalls
themapsofAfrica,asdoesBird'shanginghisheadatMr.Delchef's
(p.166).Moreover, ,thebookHimikoisreadingasher"African
fever"growsstrongerisAmosTutuola'sMyL加in漉 θBushげG加s's
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(p.151).Thesuggestionisblatant.Therecanbenoquestionthat,
asthegoalofBird'squest,Africaiseverybitasdeadandmeaningless
asthepoormadman.Asabushofghosts,itisadeadlywill-o-the-wisp,
IuringBirdawayfromthepathofself-knowledge.
,AIIalong,Birdhassensedthetruththat"Evenhislongingtotest
himselfinthewildsofAfrica_wasexcitedbyhisfeelingthathemight
discoverintheprocesshisownprivatewaで'(p.128).Thetheaterof
,
thisprivatewariswithinhimself,andthefinaltriumphofliberating
enlightenmentcanoccuranytimeBirdchoosestoengagetheenemy,
himself,headon,evenwhentheengagementtakesplaceinonemore
confining"roomascrudeandnarrowasashedforlivestock'(p,205).
Kikuhiko,whoissurprisedBirdstillbear§theboyhoodname-"'You
can'tmeanit.Still?It'sbeensevenyears'"(p.206)-hasbecomeshrewd・
lyobservant,asisshownwhenheremarksofBird:``ノIt'sasifsome・
thinghasgotyouawfullyscaredandyou'retryingtorunawayfrom
it-'"(p.208),ThisforcesBirdintoapainfullytrueadmission:
``'You're
.right_1'mafraid.1'mtryingtorunaway'"(p.208).Leftalone
foramoment,Birdisfreetoconsiderthat,thoughheisnolonger
twenty,noIongerimmunetofear,hestillhasnotshakenoffhischild・
ishnickname.Hegulpsawhisky,vomitsinaneffortlessreflex,and
stareSdumblyintospace.Themomentofsatori--enlightenment-follows
directly:"Whatwashetryingtoprotectfromthatmonsterofababy
thathemustrunsohardandsoshamelessly?Whatwasitinhimself
hewaq.sofrantictodefend?Theanswerwashorrifying-一 ・nothing!Zero!"
(P.209).
ThisisacruciallyimportantbreakthroughforBird,butonceagain
weknowbetterbecausewecanseemorethanhecan(includingseeing
himachievehisinsight).Thereismoretohimthanhenowsees-he
isnotahollowman,andthisisindicatedbythenumberofpeople
outsidehispersonardilemmawhocareforhim.Anex-studentischeer・
fullyhelpfulandclearlylikesBird(p.42),asdoesthejanitorofhis
cram-school(p.ユ39).HisSlavicstudiesfriend'reliesonhim(p.81),
andacurrentstudentdefendshim,fightsonBird'sbehalfforhisjob,
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andsuggeststhenewcareerBirdfinallypursues(pp,86,136-140).No,
whatBirdseesisanever-nearerpossibility,theterrifyingemptinessof
whathewillbe¢omeifhecontinuestorunawayfromhimself.What
inothercircumstanceswouldbenomorethananoff-handexpression
ofpartingbecomesinBird'scasealitanyofhealingadvice,Thefriend・
Iyfor耳1erstudent(P.44),thestudygroupfriend(P.82),andthepedia・
trician(p.192)chorusthesamemessage:"ノtakecareofyourself.'"He
mustdoithimself,andwhathemustcareforishisSelf.Tofaceup
tohimselfandacknowledgethetruthofhishard-wonvisionofnoth・
ingnessistheturningPoint.Oncehedecidestostoprunning,thecli・
maxfollowsnaturally:``'1'vedecidedtotakethebabybacktotheuni・
versityhospitalandletthemoperate.1'vestoppedrushingatevery
exitdoor_1'vebeenrunningthewholetime,runningandrunning'"
(pp.209-210').
Instatingthealternativesplainly-acceptingthebabyoraccepting
responsibilityforitsdeath-andwillinglytakingthatresponsibility
uponhimself,Birdperformsthehealingactof"restoringfaithinhimself,"
anactheknowsisforhisowngood,notthebaby's(pp.210-211).
KikuhikoiswrongifhisremarktothesobbingHimiko-一"'OnceBird
herebeginsworryingabouthimself,hewon'thearyounomatterhow
loudyoucry'"(p.211)-ismeanttoimplyacallousselfishness.A
closeconcernabouthimselfispreciselywhatBirdhastonurture.No
oneelsecandotheworkofbringingordertotheSelf,andwehave
seenthedeadly,dehumanizingalternativesthroughoutAPersonal
Matter.Thedoublemeaninginherentinthetitleisaptandaccurate:
thematterofthebabyispersonalinthesenseofbeingaprivatecon・
cern,butBird'sresponsetothebirthandtheprocessofhisownpri・ア
vatewarisaboveallamatterofhisperson,hispersona.AsBird
leavesthebartofetchthebaby,Himikojoinsthechoruswithher
punctuatingfarewell:``'Solong,Bird.Takecareofyourself'!"(212).
Whatcanbesaidindefenseofanendingthathasbeencalled
"disappointing
,"``weak_andnotreallyconvincing,"and"superfluous...き
unfortunate_unnecessarilycontrived"?Quitealot,Ithink,inthis
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case.Firstofall,itisnecessarytorecognizetheendingforwhatitis.
Itisacoda,notintendedtoprovideanyfurtherdevelopment,butan
integratingrestatementandsummaryoftheprecedingthemesand
imagepatterns.Assuch,theendingishighlysuccessfu1.OnceBirdcan
facehimself,hecanfaceothers,andat.theend,communicationwithin
thefamilyisbeingre-established.Howevertenuousandtentativeit
mayappear,itisahealthilyopenalternativetothefranticsecret
signalingandpretensethathasgoneonbefore(PP.122-126).Ifhis
mother-in-1aw'sjokeisfeeble,itiscertainlymoreappropriatethan
Bird'sattemptathumorinthehqspital(p.131),which,initsthought・
lessnessandimpropriety,maybethesingleworstthingBirddoesin
thebook.Andthemother-in-law's.finalcomplimentisimpressivein
itssincerity.Inaveritablemenagerieofanimalimages,hersimile
gainsnewlifefromitsrobustfamiliarity:``ノSerioりsly,Bird,youwere
ascourageousanduntiringasayoungIion"'(p.213).Thatitisa
commonplace,asharedexpression,.setsitoffinsharpcontrasttoallthe
7``'
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Kimballfindsthedoublemeaningsuggest3thelrony"ofOe's『title,whereasI
regardthetitleasaninstructiveambiguity,notironicatall.WeIookatthe
climaxindifferentways,too.KimballseesitasacaseinwhichBird"must
learntoidentifyhimselfwithotherpersons;"thathis"obsessionwithhimself...
mustgivewaytoamorehumanconcern"withan``interpersonalworldwhere
notonlyone'sself,butone'srelationshiptootherselvesissupre止nelyimportant"
(p.145).Wediffermoreinemphasisthansubstance,butItakethemessageto
bethatBirdmustcometotermswithhimselfbeforeanyotherrelationshipcan
besound.ToborrowfromBlake,``TheeyealteringaltersalL"andaslongas
Bird'svisionofhimselfisawry,allelsewillbeoutoffocus.Untilhetakes
careofhisownSelf。anyrelationshipwithanotherselfwillbenecessarilyflawed.
Kimball,p.155;EdwardSeidensticker,"TheJapaneseNovelandDiscouragement,"
L吻 剛%アeand.Po1漉os勿 漉2Twentie'海Century,ed.G.MosseandW.
Laqueur(NewYork:Harper&Row,1967),pp.177,183[quotedinKiMball,p.
155];Rabson,p.198.Tobeaccurate,Kimballdoesnotusethetermdirectly,
butwritesthat``Somecriticsfindtheendofthenoveldisappointing."Rabson
isthemostvehement,believingthatthe``1astsegmentservesonly.tocheapen
Oe'sprov㏄ativesymbolismandtodeflatetheintensedrama...inastrangelyヒ
artificialway."Forsomeonewhousesaweavingmetaphorrepeatedlyandat
lengthtodescribeO6'sskillinpatterningimagesandcharacters(pp.181,191,
196,198),RabsonisstrangelyreluctanttoapproveofO6'sdrawingthestrands
togetherintoaconcludingknot.Art層isbynatureartificial.
ノ24 ReviewofLiberalArts,No.58
strainedandunfamiliarimageryofBird'srecentlife.Theimagealso
linksBirdmorecloselytothefather-in-1awhelovesandrespects,for
theprofessorhasa"large,1eonineface"(P.45).
Inanouterandvisiblemanifestationofinnergrowth,Bird'slooks
havechangedinafewmonths.Now,attheendofautumn,Birdisnot
evenrecognizedbythesamedragon-jacketedganghefoughtinearly
summer.Theprofessor'sexplanation-``ノInafewweeks'timeyou've
becomealmostanotherperson...You'vechanged'"(p.214)一 一emphasizes
thenovel'sanswertothekeyquestion:No,Birdisnotthekindof
personwhoisfatedto1ivewiththesamefaceandposturefromfifteen
tosixty-five。Hehasdevelopedandchanged,intheprocessmoulting
awayhischildishnickname,eponymousofflight.Itdoesnotsuithim
anymore.Butthedangerwasthathemightnothavechanged,might
nothavebeenabletoshedhisnickname,andthedallgerwasveryreal,
asBirdcan國seeinlookingback:"Throughhalf-closedeyesBirdsaw
againthefreighterboundforZanzibarthathadsaiIedafewdaysbefore
withHimikoonboard.Hepicturedhimself,havingkilledthebaby,
standingathersideinplace、ofthatboyishman--asufficientlyenticing
prospectofHel1"(p.213).Yes,indeed.Himikohastakentheboywho
hangsaroundherhousetoAfricawithher(heis"hardlymorethana
child,"andhis``dream"istobearoundwhenHimikoisinbedwith
someoneelse[PP.187,76コ),andthemosthellishprospectisthatBird
mightwellhavebeenkeptinthrallatherside,nevertodevelop,an
agingboyishman.ThetwoearlierreferencestoBrett'sAMRATHER
INTROUBLEtelegram(pp.83-84)andHimiko'squotingfromMacbeth
(pp.153-154)tosteelBird'sresolvestresstheseriousnessofthethreat
intheirreferencetowomennotoriousasdeadlytomenintheirdif・
ferentways.
Thebabyisthedominantimageinthebook,andtheIinkbetween
Birdandthebabyisplainlymorethanpaternity.Firstjoinedprimar・
ilybypowerfulfeelingsofshameandguilt,Birdforceshimself(like
acircustigerpreparingtoleapthrough"aflamingcircleofshame's
hottestfire")tothinkof"themonsterbaby"asanenemyhemust
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fight(pp.178-179).Atthesametime,however,Birdexperiencesa
growingidentification,showninrepeatedimitati6nsofthebaby's
motions,whichleadstohisfeeling,quiterightly,``asifhewereabout
tobeledtohisowndeathatthehandsofashadyabortionist,Notthe
baby"(P.186).The``shacklesofagrotesquebaby"thatBirdfeelsare
self-createdandmind-forged.Theonlywaytofreehimselfisthrough
mentalfight,andChapterlhasalreadyimpliedthatBirdiscapableof
meetingproblemshead-on.Punchedtothegroundandcornered`by
theboysindragonjacketsafter``contrivingonlytoescape,"Birdchang・
eshistactics:`ざBirdducked,loweredhishead,anddrovelikeafero・
ciousbullintohisattacker'sbelly"(p,16).ThismovegainsBirda
victoryandtherewardofhighspirits,buthelosessightoftheexem・
Plumandforgetsthelessonuntiltheendofthebook.Hehas,Iitera1・
1y,methisproblemhead-onandtriumphed,butthestrug91eagainst
himselfisharder.Hemust,ineffect,'invertthevisualpunofChapter
landusehisheadinhisprivatementalwa㎡are.
ThegoaloftheBildungsromanquestisseIf-knowledgeanditsat・
tendantpersonaldevelopment.OnceBirdachieveshismentalvictory
andbringsthe"thought"plottoaclimaxinhisvisionofinsight,all
elsethatfollowsinthecodaisfitting.Toanimportantextent,the
grotesqueheadinjuryofthebabyisaprojectionofBird'sfears-and
weaknessesSymbolically,thebaby'sheadisBird'shead,soitissym・
bolicallyappropriatethatonceBirdclearshishead)sotospeak,the
baby'sdeformityshouldberemedied,thatitshouldturnouttobenot
"abrainherniaafterall
,justabenigntumor,"andthatthedeforming
lumphasbeencutaway(p.212).Thisisrealisticallypossibleandsym・
bolicallynecessary.Theissueisnothowtoacceptanddealwithan
abnormalbaby,buthowtofaceuptoandacceptoneself.Grantedthis,
thefinalimageisabeautifulculmination:
BirdWaitedforthewomentocatchupandpeereddown
athissoninthecradleofhiswife'sarms.Hewanted』to
、
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tryreflectinghisfaceinthebaby'spupilsThemirrorof
thebaby'seyeswasadeep,lucidgrayanditdidbeginto
reflectanimage,butonesoexcessivelyfinethatBird
couldn'tconfirmhisnewface.Assoonashegothome
he'wouldtakealookinthemirror(p.214).
KnowingBirdaswedo,havingknownhiscomingto
weknowthatthemirrorwillalsorenderupanimage
andexcessi▽elyfine.
knowhimself,
thatisnewly
